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Even after understanding that God does truly forgive trans-
gressions and that teshuva is indeed effective, our belief in
the power of teshuva may still face a major hurdle because of
the unavoidable thought that “ultimately I know that I will fail
again.” What good, then, is teshuva, if I know that I would not
manage to maintain this state over time? In fact, it is inevitable
that I will fail once again just like last year and the year before
that. Then I also did teshuva, but here I am once again in the

/~same state as before. Who can guarantee that next year will be
any different? If this is always the case, then what value is there
to my teshuva at the very outset?
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L B y Dauz'c.i. HASHEM is my light and my salvation, whom shall 1 fear? HASHEM

: Is my life’s strength, whom shall | dreadp 2 When evildoers approach me to

* devour my flesh, my tormentors and my foes against me, it is they who stumble

- and fall. 3 Though an army would besiege me, my heart would not fear: though

. War would arise against me, in this | tmst(ﬁ‘One thing* | asked of HASI-;EM that
shall I seek: Would that I dwell in the House of HASHEM all the days of my Ii’fe o
beholc'i the sweetness of HASHEM and to contemplate in His Sanctuary. 3 Inde'ed
He will hide me in His Shelter on the day of evil; He will conceal me in thé

From the beginning of the month of Elul, there is a notion of
“preparing for Rosh Hashanah.” This idea can often seem a little vague
and undefined. What is the nature of this preparation? Presumably, it
means that we should do teshuvah. Yet that is something we can and
should be deing throughout the year whenever necessary! What is the
special nature of these days?

In order to get a sense of what this month is about, we need to go

—?ack to our first ever Elul as a nation.
The forty days beginning with Rosh Chodesh Elul and culminating
with Yom Kippur were the days that Moshe was on Mount Sinai to
>k receive the second set of Iuchos (the first set having been broken after
the making of the Golden Calf). This imbued these days with an intrinsic
quality of appeasement, making them a propitious time for the Jewish
People every year since.

What happened during those forty days? We might be inclined to
say that since this was when the Jews were forgiven, these days thereby
attained a quality of forgiveness.

# However, surprisingly, if we look at Rashi, we will see that this is not
the case, for we had already been forgiven before Rosh Chodesh Elul!l

Let us explain.

Three Sets of Forty Days

Moshe went up Mount Sinzi three times:

The first time was straight after Shavuos to receive the first set
of luchos, which were broken on the seventeenth of Tamuz due to
the sin of the Golden Calf.

~ The second time Moshe went up was the next day, the eighteenth
of Tamuz, in order to pray for forgiveness. Moshe stayed there
for forty days, which culminated on the twenty-ninth of Aw.
Regarding that day, Rashi comments:!
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On that day the Holy One, Blessed is He, was reconciled
with Israel and told Moshe, “Carve out for yourself two
tablets.”

It turns out that the Jewish People had already been forgiven after
the second set of forty days. What happened next?

Moshe then went up a third time, beginning on the first of
Elul, and stayed there until the tenth of Tishrei (Yom Kippux).
Regarding that day, Rashi writes:
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On_that day, the Holy One, Blessed is He, was reconciled
with Israel with joy, and said to Moshe “I have forgiven in
accordance with your words.” This is why Yom Kippur was fixed
o for forgiveness and pardon.

We see from these words that the forty days beginning with
Rosh Chodesh Elul do not coincide with the days that Hashem was

“reconciled” with us, i.e., that He forgave us, but the days that He was
~ “reconciled with us with joy.” This represents something beyonci-m
e forgiveness. .

What happened during those final forty days, and how did that
 shape the nature of the month of Elul?
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Two Types of Teshuvah
It is quite possible for a person to repent his sins, to the point that
Hashem will not punish him, and yet still not reach a stage where he has
_reestablished any meaningful relationship gqit_l_lili_rjn.gw&smumm
o This corresponds to the middle set of forty days, where Hashem
was reconciled toward Israel, but not yet truly happy with them. The
focus of this type of teshuvah is more on “getting out of trouble” than
it is on repairing one’s connection with the Divine. This is a reasonable

depiction of a typical act of teshuvah done during the year.

The period beginning with Elul represents aiming toward something
higher. It corresponds to the final set of days on Mount Sinai, which
culminated in Hashem being “reconciled with us with joy,” and ready
to resume His loving relationship with His people. Indeed, it was only
after Yom Kippur that we were told to build the Mishkan, which is a
demonstration of Hashem’s love through His Divine presence dwelling
among us.

In this respect, we may say that teshuvah during the year may fo-
cus primarily on the “y-axis” of spirituality, raising oneself up from a
spiritually low state to a high one. Elul comes to lay equal emphasis on
the “x-axis,” which defines teshuvah as coming from being distant from
Hashem to being close to Him.

AnileDodiveDodi Li
The early commentators note that the word Ybx contains an
acronym for the words *5 *1 1115 2% — [ am to my beloved and my

beloved is to me.? This is a very nice phrase, but what does it have to
do with Elul?

Based on our discussion so far, we understand that this verse actu-
allideﬁnes the teshuvah atmosphere of Elul. It is looking toward doing
teshuvah not only with the goal of escaping punishment, but also of z
reconnecting with our Beloved.®

Where Does LeDavid Hashem Ori Talk about Teshuvah?

Beginning on the first day of Elul, at the end of our prayers, we say
Tehillim Chapter 27, LeDavid Hashem Ori. What does this chapter have
to do with Elul? While it is true that there are references in the opening
verse to the days of Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur, the rest of the
éhapter isn’t really about themes of repentance or forgiveness. Rather,
it discusses our reliance on Hashem’s protection in all situations. How
does this help us get ready for Rosh Hashanah? )

With our new understanding of the theme of Elul (being our re-
lationship with Hashem rather than simply repenting our sins), we
can now understand that this is exactly the atmosphere that we are
looking to introduce during these days — one of God-awareness. A \
very easy and effective way to do this is to focus on His ongoing help /
and protection, which is stated unconditionally and hence very easy
1:.;0 embrace and accept. This is the first step in preparing ourselves to

do teshuvah. We recite this chapter twice every day, reminding our-

selves that Hashem is “there for us” constantly, and that the time has?

come to come back to Him.

Thus, like the original Elul, this month is a time to prepare for Rosh
Hashanah and Yom Kippur by creating the climate for a teshuvah that
will reunite us with Hashem with joy. That is what defines this “season”

of the year.

§  On the first day of Elul, the Holy One, Blessed is He, said to
Moshe, “Ascend the mountain toward Me,” for at that time
he ascended to receive the second luchos. At that time, they
sounded the shofar throughout the camp, announcing, “Moshe
has ascended the mountain,” so that they should not stray
again after idolatry...therefore the rabbis instituted that they
blow the shofar on the first of Elul every year.
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As we have mentioned, Parshas Vayeitzei is an umnterrupted
parshah, since it is a story of a continual process of transformation;
not just the transformation of Yaakov as an individual, but indeed,
his transformation into the nation of Israel, and with it, the transfor-
mation of the entire world. Yaakov’s world, and the community he
brought into it, reached a level of spirituality higher than that of the
angels. Indeed, when he experienced the vision of the ladder extend-
ing to Heaven, the Torah states “The angels of God were ascending
and descending on it and they saw at the top of the ladder the i image
of Yaakov engraved on the Throne of Glory.” This does not mean
that there were two Yaakov Avinus, one Above and one below. What
this means is that Yaakov and the Throne of: ‘Glory exist in the same

- place. Wherever Yaakov Avinu went, he took the Throne of Glory,
the ultimate level of spm;uahtv with him, which was reflected in the

way he approached every aspect of the world. Every Jew, according

to his personal level, should aspire to this type of elevated existence.
The circumstances of each person’s life must be utilized to this end.
-?Whether one has the opportunity to dedicate his days and nights
wholly to the study of the holy Torah, or is involved in the wider beis
midrash of the world, the goal is never to lose oneé’s focus on the pre-
cepts of the Torah, its maxims, and its guidance. The outside world

is full of all the many manifestations of Lavan and Eisav, and it takes

N0

great courage and resolve not to be harmed by their influence. If one
succeeds, then every thought, word, and action can be traced back
to the Torah. This is the fullest expression of the Divine will that one
can accomplish.
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Rav Yisrael Salanter writes that the focus of teshuvah must also be

on the small actions. Many people despair at the prospect of doing
teshuvah. There is no way for me to stop speaking lashon hara,
they think. I simply can’t overcome this negative middah,” they
lament. There is no room for despair, however, when it comes to
teshuvah. They are absolutely right; at the present time they cannot

entirely withstand their inclinations. Nevertheless, they can greatly
reduce the severity of their actions if they would merely desist at the
times when it is easy for them to refrain from transgressing. If they

would take small steps and resist for five minutes here and there, they
will already have progressed enormously down the road of teshuvah.

With this in mind, we can gain insight into a famous statement
of Chazal (Shir HaShirim Rabbah 5:2): “Hashem says to Klal
Yisrael, ‘Open for me a hole like the eve of a needle and 1 will open
for you gateways that wagons and carriages will be able to pass

through.”™ Hashem specifically desires the small holes. Teshuvah
_must begin with a focus on the small actions.

“Just five minutes” is a mantra that can change your life. 1 will
refrain from lashon hara for just five minutes. [ will learn for just five
minutes. [ will spend just five minutes helping another Yid. The truth is
that sometimes we don’t even need five minutes. A wave of the hand

to motion that we can’t speak now can save us from pages of bittul

Torah or loads of lashon hara. Moreover, Hashem guarantees that
He will reciprocate our small gesture with a huge dose of Heavenly
assistance, as He waves us through the gateways of teshuvah.

(Daas Shlomo unpubhshed manuscnpt)
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~>% But no less 1mpo1tant to understand is the fact that it is
simply not true to say that we always return to the same spiri-
tual point as before. Looking back over a number of years, a
-person can usually see how he has advanced and changed, 7
|, which in itself is irrefutable proof that there is a certain amount 5
2 of progress every year. As we will explain, this is exactly what
is supposed to happen, because every year the teshuva process
should bring us to a different and higher plateau. The ups and
downs we experience during the teshuva process are part and
parcel of the process itself, since its ultimate purpose is indeed
to help us improve and correct our actions in accordance with
our individual abilities.
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